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For many International Pre-Service Teachers (IPSTs) Australian classroom culture is a shock. Behaviours, such as 
children out of their seats, questioning the teacher, talking during class, not always listening and being loud and 
seemingly abusive do not match the IPSTs cultural perception of teachers, students, classrooms or schools. As a result 
many IPSTs fail their mandatory school placements. Talking Like a Teacher (piloted in Semester 1 2013) was designed to 
help assist international students to acculturate as teachers to the Australian (specifically Darwin) school 
environment prior to their first placement. Introduction of this program emphasises the capacity-building potential 
of immigrant teachers, since their status as teachers makes them catalysts between the dominant Anglo-Australian 
education community and their own minority communities. Further, immigrant teachers are models of successful 
professionalism for first and second-generation children of their minority communities. Anecdotal evidence is that 
Talking Like a Teacher successfully aided acculturation. This paper reports on a qualitative study that evaluates the 
project. Audiotaped interviews with program participants and school mentors were analysed and conclusions drawn 
which highlight elements of a program that better prepares IPSTs for mandated practicum. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
The Northern Territory (NT) has a mobile teaching workforce, characterised by high turnover. Charles 
Darwin University (CDU) is attracting increasing numbers of prospective teachers who wish to migrate 
to Australia and live in Darwin in order to “improve their life and secure a better future” (Reid et al., 
2014). Gaining teaching qualifications requires them to cross borders from their culture of origin, to “the 
sub-culture of the university into the sub-culture of teaching” (Mulholland & Wallace, 2010, p. 882). 
Illustrative of risk society, (Beck, 1992) migrants face disintegration of previously valued social norms in 
order to meet the demands and expectations of a new, emerging society. The “uncertainty and 
disorientation” (Hellstén, 2002, p. 3), associated with crossing borders is exacerbated when host schools 
reject an International Preservice Teacher (IPST) at their first Professional Experience (PE). 
 
Initial teacher education has seen a change in the language used to describe, conceptualise, structure 
and supervise work integrated learning (WIL) from practicum to Professional Experience (PE). In 
addition, the term pre-service teacher has replaced the term student teacher. A pre-service teacher is one 
who is undertaking an industry-recognized program of teacher education.  
 
Pre-service teachers complete a mandated number of assessable PE days across their course. This is a 
time for learning ‘on-the-job’ by integrating “formal learning and workplace experiences” (Matoti, 
Junqueira, & Odora, 2011, p.1142). During PE pre-service teachers learn through observation, reflection 
and concept development, which they apply and test (Matoti, et al., 2011). Pre-service teachers 
participate in the daily rituals of teaching, becoming involved in “the wider aspects of the teaching 
community through meetings and staffroom discussions” (Grootenboer, 2005/2006, p. 19) and rehearse 
dealing with the different and unexpected events that occur in schools. 
 
For many IPSTs Australian school culture is a shock. Their success is impaired by challenges around 
issues such as dress codes, norms of behaviour, beliefs, values and attitudes and prior knowledge of 
schools and schooling. IPSTs have lowered confidence when talking to teacher colleagues (Ashman, 
Short, Muir, Jales, & Myhill, 2011), particularly initiating “conversations with other staff members”.  
 
Despite these challenges, it is important that IPSTs succeed for two reasons. First, as a catalyst between 
the dominant Anglo-Australian education community and their own minority communities, they have 
the potential for “horizontal capacity building” (OECD, 2012, p. 2). This could result in reframing 
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“relationships, values and practices” (Suchet-Pearson & Howitt, 2006, p. 118). Second, immigrant 
teachers are models of successful professionalism for first and second-generation children of their 
minority communities (Cunningham & Hargreaves, 2007).  
 
TALKING LIKE A TEACHER 
 
To scaffold the transition from international students to Australian pre-service teacher, the School of 
Education at CDU introduced Talking Like a Teacher (TLT) in Semester 1 2013. The program was 
designed to assist IPSTs to acculturate as teachers to the Australian (specifically Darwin) school 
environment prior to their first placement. Rather than focusing on classroom issues (managing 
behaviour, inclusive teaching and using technology) TLT aimed at familiarising the IPSTs with school 
culture and the “norms for how to talk in the community of practice” (Smith, 2005, p. 53). From a 
sociocultural perspective coaching IPSTs so that they could comfortably engage in the “particular goals 
and ways of communicating and acting that define teachers as members of the community” (2005, p. 53) 
opens a space for pre-service teachers to act and behave like teachers. 
 
TLT focused on the staffroom, not the classroom. As a social space, the staffroom is a site “in which 
certain behaviours, attitudes and dispositions are sanctioned and reinforced while others are perhaps 
marginalized, dismissed or ridiculed” (Hunter, Rossi, Tinning, Flanagan & Macdonald, 2011, p.34). It is 
a place where teachers talk about teaching—the joys and the frustrations. It is also a site where 
“interactions [with experienced teachers] are very important in familiarising new teachers with the 
school (Saarivirta, 2008, p. 20). We wanted the IPSTs to understand that this space provided an 
opportunity to interact in order to “read, understand, negotiate, reconstruct, reproduce, resist or 
reconstitute” (p.34) their preconceptions about schools and schooling that were formed in different 
cultural contexts. This imperative was confirmed when the IPSTs reported that their preconceptions 
about schooling did not match what they saw in Darwin classrooms.  
 
We set up a tutorial room as a staffroom with relaxed seating and refreshments. Academics and local 
schoolteachers were invited to chat and share ideas in a conversational manner with the IPSTs. The 
atmosphere was crackling and alive. Everyone contributed ideas, stories, and recollections—academics 
and teachers from their careers and IPSTs from their preparatory observational in-school visits. There 
were many laughs as experienced teachers recounted the situations that confronted them as beginning 
teachers. Very quickly the IPSTs realised that talking with other teachers is important. IPSTs, 
interviewed as part of the evaluation of TLT, all stressed how important the program had been in 
introducing them to teaching them about the culture of Darwin schools.  
 
There were seven TLT sessions over twelve weeks. The first four sessions were weekly and scheduled 
prior to the commencement of the PE. Apart from the first introductory session the IPSTs were 
scheduled to attend one of four schools, two primary and two secondary, to observe a range of 
classrooms for two hours for three weeks (total six hours). This activity was scheduled the day before 
the next TLT session. These observational visits were preparatory to PE. They were at the core of TLT 
and designed to allow IPTS to see, hear, feel and smell Australian schools in order to adjust and readjust 
their preconceptions about schooling. At the TLT session they chatted about their experiences, sharing 
surprising, interesting, confronting, confusing or funny observations. They were often surprised at the 
commonality of their reflections. This factor helped them talk through a range of solutions for issues 
that arise at school, just as a mentor or more experienced teacher might do, in the relaxed atmosphere of 
the staff room. The next three sessions occurred fortnightly during their PE. The aim of these sessions 
was to practise the kinds of professional activities that may occur in the staffroom – staff meetings, 
bonding activities or brainstorming scenarios. The focus here was being an active member of staff, not a 
pre-service teachers sitting at the periphery. 
 
Talking Like a Teacher was not an accredited university course. It carried no credit points, has no 
assignments and no formal assessment or evaluation. The sole goal was to avoid the problem of having 
IPSTs rejected by schools. Since none of this cohort was rejected, it seems to have met its target. 
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EVALUATION OF TALKING LIKE A TEACHER 
 
As the 2013 pilot wound up, the project team applied for funding to conduct a small-scale evaluation. A 
faculty small research grant, awarded in September 2013, enabled the evaluation to proceed. Ethics 
approval (CDU Human Research Ethics Committee, Approval Number H13121) followed in December 
2013 and the evaluation, involving IPSTs who attended TLT, occurred in early 2014. It was decided to 
focus on a single site. An important decision was to evaluate, not only the IPSTs’ responses to TLT, but 
also the carry-on effect of the program. Accordingly, all of the IPSTs who had participated in TLT who 
either attended that site for preparatory observational visits or PE during 2013 were invited to 
participate in the research. Of eight students approached, five, all female and of Asian origin, agreed to 
participate in individual digitally recorded interviews of up to 20 minutes conducted by Marilyn Kell. 
Additional data included field notes taken during the interviews, and artefacts collected during TLT 
sessions by the project team.  
 
Since the deadline for papers for this conference coincided with the end of data collection, this paper 
reports on an initial analysis of the interviews. The five interviews were (professionally) transcribed, 
analysed and conclusions drawn which highlight elements of a program that better prepares IPSTs for 
mandated PE.  
 
Method 
 
Jenny Robinson conducted a three stages interpretive analysis (Hellstén, 2002) of the transcriptions. The 
first stage involved listening to the interviews and reading their transcriptions several times to detect 
commonly occurring themes in descriptions and narratives.  
 
The second stage involved coding the common themes, by grouping specific words that characterised 
the types of descriptions about crossing borders and acculturating to Australian school culture. These 
were highlighted enabling identification of emerging patterns. In the third and final stage coded themes 
were then printed, cut into coded strips and grouped into further emerging themes. As a result, the data 
converged to reveal findings. 
 
This process guarantees that the commentary presented is representative of the participant sample and 
maintains the truth and value of the opinions held by them. To reinforce this point, the participants’ 
words are written as transcribed. As they are speakers of English as a second or other language, this 
may include grammatical errors. 
 
Findings 
 
Study participants collectively identify TLT as a significant and necessary support for developing 
successful Australian teacher behaviour. None failed their PE and all attributed TLT for teaching the 
confidence and resilience necessary for coping with different and unexpected events. Analysis of 
interview transcripts identified six main themes. 
 
First, preparatory observational visits, prior to their assessed PE, are significantly powerful in reducing 
the gap between IPSTs’ prior experiences and their assumptions about the Australian education system 
and culture. Participants observed schools and understood that “there’s a difference between Chinese 
styles and Australian styles” (Participant 1). As “international student, we don’t know…how the school 
setting is” (Participant 4). Even students who had some familiarity with Australian school culture found 
that the observational visits “did bring up some issues” (Participant 3). 
 
Second, students value collegiality, a core learning process in TLT. Participant 2 likened TLT to “a team”, 
indicating the level to which a collegial pedagogy binds international students, and validates group 
identity. Several participants commented on sharing ideas and learning “from the experienced teacher” 
(Participant 1). Importantly, the ability to gather together, share negative and positive experiences, 
“solve this problem” (Participant 2) and develop coping strategies (Participant 5) together, valued all 
voices. That is, expert teachers were prepared and willing to learn from IPSTs. 
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Third, receiving advice from experienced educators during the TLT activities helped IPSTs acculturate 
when on PE. Classroom management, for example, understanding and coping with learning behaviours 
associated with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) (Participant 5 and Participant 1), 
Oppositional Defiance Disorder (ODD) and Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) (Participant 2), general 
naughtiness (Participant 4) and considerations for Indigenous learners were fairly common difficulties 
experienced by the participants in this study. The experience of talking publicly about issues such as 
classroom management at TLT sessions helped during the PE and seems to have assisted with resilience 
and skill development.  
 
Fourth, participants recognise that TLT prepares them for the upcoming PE. Participant 1 explained that 
because she had no notion of what the “real life” of teaching was like in Australia, TLT prepared her for 
“a totally different page”. Participant 4 nominated the observational visits as the most valuable element. 
Participant 2 also nominated the observational visits, particularly as the basis for sharing experiences 
and solving problems in TLT sessions.  
 
Fifth, participants recognised the positive impact TLT has on IPSTs. Comments, such as, TLT “really 
give me…lots of ideas and feedbacks” (Participant 3) and it was, “very, very helpful” (Participant 5) 
especially in overcoming “culture shock” (Participant 4) indicate participants’ appreciation of the 
program. All recommend that every IPST should attend future sessions. General opinion was that the 
support provided by university staff, visiting teachers and principals provided for an affirmative and 
more confident PE experience. 
 
Finally, the data indicated TLT impacted on the IPSTs’ ability to interact professionally with teachers in 
the staffroom and coaching sessions during the PE. All IPSTs reported that they welcomed the 
opportunity to discuss school matters with their mentors. They noted that ‘open’ communication 
resulted in receiving feedback, both positive and challenging, which contributed to their success and 
their professional learning. Examples of IPSTs engaging in professional conversations about challenging 
classroom issues are testament to their confidence in talking with teachers, like teachers. Participants 
reported that, having attended TLT they felt they were better equipped to function as Australian 
teachers. 
 
LIMITATIONS 
 
This is a small-scale evaluation of a program piloted in a single university. The purpose was to 
determine if the design of the pilot program and the results justified the time and effort of academic 
staff. As such, it makes no claim to generalisability, although authors are happy to discuss the program 
and its protocols with other who are interested in replicating it. 
 
CONCLUSIONS 
 
Australian pre-service teachers’ WIL consists of assessable, mandated periods of PE. For IPSTs the 
culture shock of this activity involves considerable risk. The study reported in this paper found that 
Talking Like a Teacher better prepares IPSTs for their first PE. It reduces risk and improves their 
capacity to be inclusive, productive teachers. TLT inherently values individual voices, builds trust and 
encourages IPSTs to talk with teachers, like teachers, about teaching. 
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